Chapter VII

THE QUEST OF THE GREAT UNKNOWN
CONTINENT OF THE SOUTH

0NE of mc most fascinating problems in the history of geo-
graphy is this: how much did the people of the past' suspect'
before they actually ' knew' ? For now that we have at last
explored every nook and corner of the planet we arc beginning
to realize that these stupid medieval folk, who in our opinion
were so sadly lacking in concrete information about the world
in which they lived, were perhaps not quite as ignorant as we
have always taken for granted. In some mysterious way all sorts
of queer details about distant lands and continents that still
remained undiscovered had apparently found their way to the
waterside taverns of the different European harbours. Together
these curious odds and ends of information and misinformation
had become incorporated into a regular mariner's folklore. This
nautical mythology was full of nonsense and exaggeration, yet
it contained bits of truth that could not just be dismissed as the
tall yarns of a skipper with a particularly active sense of
imagination.

There was, for example, that very persistent legend about
Prcster John, who was said to be a Christian potentate on an
African throne. This story was for a long time disregarded by
all intelligent geographers as merely another piece of medieval
fiction, until the rediscovery of the Negus of Abyssinia revealed
that such a dark-skinned African potentate, who was also die
head of a Christian church, did exist There were the talcs about
people in the polar regions who had no necks and who carried
their heads on their chests. The ancient world knew about them,

but it was not until tfce explorations of Greenland were resumed
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